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When Professor Matsuo invited me to narrate my
impressions of Japan in general and ISAS in particular, in
about a page, I was left a bit mystified with uncertainty,
inadequacy and disbelief. The nation, which has been
weaving its cultural tapestry for more than 1500 years,
cannot be appreciated by a fleeting glance at a local
design. So my impressions may tend to be like ripples at
the surface, superfluous and incomplete, and hence neces-
sarily inaccurate. However, they are indeed based on

assing incidents, encounters, and experiences, and have
ecome an integral part of my being.

The ten months of stay at ISA% with Professor Akiba
in the Research Division for Space System Engineering
began in November 1985. At the very outset, ISAS struck
me as a unique organization with no parallel that 1 could
find. The Jet Propulsion Laboratory has, perhaps, some
similarities in the functional role, however, there are
fundamental differences. A group of about 300 person-
nel, consisting of scientists, engineers and students to-
gether with technical and administrative support staff,
can sustain such a visionary program of scientific explora-
tion should be a matter of national pride. I truly admire
ISAS’ current achievements and future aspirations. What
is particularly impressive is the ISAS’ delicately balanced
emphasis on fundamental inquiry and engineering de-
velopments consistent with the current level of knowledge
and future demands.

Following a brief period of familiarization and adjust-
ment, I promptly plunged into the whirlpool of activities.
After an hour in subway, which Professor Akiba con-
sidered as average (it take me 7 minutes by car to reach
my office at the university from home in Vancouver,
Canada), I began to arrive regularly at 7:45 a.m. to find
building No. 45 virtually empty!

On the technical side, several research projects were
initiated in the areas of spacecraft dynamics and control
in collaboration with students and staff who quickly
became colleagues and lasting friends. The subject matter
covered a broad spectrum in terms of variety:

® the proposed space station based MRMS dynamics
with particular emphasis on a relatively general formu-
lation applicable to a large class of systems;

® deployment dynamics of wire antennas;

® fluidic-momentum control of spacecraft;

® feasibility of the space-blown geodesic structures.

Under the guidance of Professors Miura and Natori,
planning started for the Free-Flyer based experiments on
dynamics and control of deployable flexible structures,
including the tethered systems. Discussions with repre-
sentatives from several industries were also actively
pursued. Of particular interest was the EXOS-D wire
antenna dynamics and its relevance to the proposed
GEOTAIL systems. Regular weekly discussions provided
a degree of continuity and help monitor progress.

Controls were also established and test-program
planning initiated for collaborative research in the area
of fluid mechanics with several groups outside the ISAS.
Of particular interest were the following:

® wind energy oriented investigation (Professor M.
Nagai, Ryukyus University);

® nutation damping of wind induced instabilities (Pro-
fessor Y. Kubo, Kyushu Institute of Technology);

® drag reduction for trucks; high lift devices for V/STOL
airplanes; stability of fishing traps (Professor T.
Yokomizo, Kanto Gakuin Universityg’.

Thus technically the stay so far has been most gratifying.
However, I wanted this visit to Japan to be more than

Fleeting Impressions on an Uncertain Mind

V. J. Modi

a technical pursuit. I was hoping it to be a total experi-
ence touching all aspects of life. My friends and col-
leagues introduced me to miso soup, soba, teriyaki, sushi,
tempura and many other dishes. Gradually I began to
appreciate the subtleties of sumo wrestling. Chiyonofuji,
Hosi, Kitao and Kitao became familiar and favourite
names. Even No, Bunraku and Kabuki revealed their
indelible charm. 1 enjoyed the delicate music and quiver-
ing of the mind captured in the haikus of Issa, Basho,
Masaoka and others. Kawabata Yasunari’s novels pro-
vided penetrating insight into the land of “moon, snow
and flowers” and the mind that presided over it.

I was also introduced to the political structure of the
nation. With the impending election, one can hardly
escape it. Labels such as Liberal Democratic Party; Japan
Socialist Party, Komeito, etc, became familiar, We dis-
cussed controversial issue of the Japanese role in the SDI,
education reform commission, current trend among
youngsters (older generation too!) to blindly imitate
superficial aspects of everything western. We talked about
farm issues related to the Narita airport and its proposed
expansion, American bases and its psychological impact
in shaping attitudes, tax problems of the priests in Kyoto
and many others. They helped in unfolding the hidden
wrinkles of the conscience.

My major satisfaction has been fortunate meetings
with pillars of the society — philosophers and artists, Of
singular value have been several discussions with Professor
Hajime Nakamura, perhaps the greatest scholar of the
comparative Vedantic-Buddhist philosophy of our time.
Through leading Japanese painters, architects, performing
artists and photographers, I am able to get some apprecia-
tion of the mind that laid the foundation of a distinctive
life-style and nourished it.

Perhaps the most fortunate aspect of my stay here was
the essence of cultural immersion in Kamakura, Nara and
Kyoto. There I witnessed the roots of present day Japan
and some of the mysteries of mind began to decipher.
However, even one life-time is not enough to fully appre-
ciate this treasure.

I only hope that in this new-found prosperity based on
enormous automation, computer based mechanization
and robotics, which constantly drive us away from our
true being, Japan will be able to stay on course through
the strength inherent in the roots that have nurtured
traditional values for generations. This land of the rising
sun will continue to share the light locked in its
subtle haikus; delicate striving of the koto strings; beauty
in simplicity and harmony of its gardens and, above all,
wisdom of its philosophy. Graceful existence, unmatched
civility, devotion to purpose and universality of concern
are the ingradients which give meaning to life.

As Sakigake and Suisei race millions of kilometers to
probe into the mysteries of Halley’s comet, the palmist
‘Mother of Shinjuku’ attempts to unlock the mystery of
life on earth! This is the heart of Japan.
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